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Over the Edge: Individual Autonomy and Flat-Earth Ethics

Rev Joseph Parkinson sTL PhD

| too acknowledge the traditional owners of thisda | acknowledge also those who share
responsibility for it today: Curtin University, ®-Chancellor Professor Hackett, Associate
Professor Millett, and all present here. | hdpe fyour interest in my subject will be

rewarded.

The title of this lecture probably gives away mpdamental stance. | wish to examine and
critigue a basic plank in ethical thinking in theeg¥ern world today, the notion of individual
autonomy - or at least some aspects of one veddimdividual autonomy. My reason for
choosing this topic is my concern at the standaplblic debate surrounding the possibility
of legislating to allow euthanasia in Western Aalsar  Not to put too fine a point on it, |
believe that with one or two exceptions the stath@dithis public conversation so far has
been mediocre at best, which may simply be theeprie pay when we rely on the media to
drive the issue. As a former amateur journatigself | know that headlines sell papers and
sway public opinion, and newspapers thrive on actoghl issues, but the media by and large
are not that well adapted to exploring issues agpbex as the euthanasia question. In
history, universities have been the seed-beds pditant ideas, so it is appropriate in this
setting to expose this important idea to a somewttae rigorous examination than either

the press or the Parliamentary process normaliypiper

It is essential to remember that this is a lectugghilosophy. Whatever school of thought
one may follow, philosophy can and must engagetigsed@spects of life in society or else it
becomes a sterile academic pursuit. | am notrbfepsion a philosopher, but in my first
tertiary studies 35 years ago | learned that pbpbg, the love of wisdom, is an intensely
practical discipline which is absolutely necessawye are to explore, discuss, critique and
perhaps modify the ideas and concepts which urdand inform our grasp on the world.
Philosophy therefore must take central place avémg heart of a university, and
universities must play vital roles in our societg&eking after wisdom. Today | want to
discuss just one idea of immense importance tsocial cohesion and social progress, that

of personal autonomy. | will welcome comments gundstions at the end of the paper.

Final 18.11.09 2



Let me begin, however, with a parable.

Three months ago | had a most terrible experieme that has left a permanent scar on my
psyche, an indelible mark on my soul. It may se#m all that terrible to you, but it

certainly was to me. __| saw myself reflected miaror. But it wasn’t the view of me |

have been seeing for 53 years. By virtue of thengement of several mirrors, | saw what |

look like from behind

Why was this experience so personally devastatidg@ause | had just stepped out of the

shower Try not to let your imaginations run away wyibu.

You see, all my life | have been seeing one aspfattyself, the frontal view, reflected in
mirrors. While that may not be very inspiringytau, it has served me very well all this
time. Itis the view of me | think about wherhink about myself. In my mind, it is this
aspect of me that you relate to and communicate wit my mind it's through this view that

| engage the world and make decisions and go @heuiusiness of my life.

But what | discovered in that awful moment was thatfrontal view is not the whole story

of me. There is another aspect of me | have neadly thought about because | rarely see
it: there is your view of me as | leave the roolBomehow, all these years, this aspect of me
has also been engaging the world - | have nat beascious of it, which is some
consolation | suppose, and indeed at first | diém&n recognize it as me at all. But when |
realized that what was reflected in the mirror wefact another aspect of me, | resolved

immediately to do something about it. Diet andreise are the only answer.

Now there are three aspects of this episode thant to highlight:
1. for many years | operated quite successfully aratitically on the basis of a
more or less two dimensional view of who | am ia ttorld;
2. ittook a moment of shock for me to realise that¢his another aspect of me
which is actually also part of the whole, and nbattl know it, | can ignore it
no longer;

3. therefore | believe | must alter my pattern of hahg in the world.
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| want to suggest that more or less the same ésafour society as a whole: there are some
things we have just accepted more or less undhtiabout ourselves, which for the most
part allow us to function quite successfully asvigals and as a society. But occasionally
we encounter situations which challenge those dedepuths and add new dimensions to
our self-understanding, and this forces us to re@xa and perhaps to amend our view of

ourselves and of our society and, consequentlgntend our behaviours in the world.

One of these accepted truths is the propositiarow accepted as an absolute - that | am an
autonomous individual. Most of the time we arkedb operate as though we were, in fact,
individually autonomous and so we have come toraedhat it must be a fundamental truth
of human existence. But | believe that we have rowountered a situation which should
cause us to radically re-examine this claim. Sihgation is the proposal to legalise
euthanasia in Western Australia, which seems toelsed on three arguments:

* that most of the public want it

 that as autonomous persons we should not be imgestadnaking this choice if we

wish to

« that it is the role of Parliament to make this clegpossible.

Notice that all three arguments are variationshenane theme, which is captured in the
second argument: human beings are autonomousduoéls who, being autonomous,
should not be impeded from pursuing whatever ceuo$@ction they choose unless there is
good reason. __Margeople in our society believe this to be true,deemany people appear
to support the euthanasia proposal and believePdudiament ought to legislate to allow it.
But it is also reasonable to ask: if 80% of ourydapon really do support euthanasia, why
do less then 50% of doctors suppoftand less then 10% of cancer specialfst&® those

closest to the action know something we don't?

! Multiple Sclerosis Society (2009), “Majority of Udoctors opposed to legalization of euthanasia”g®re
Release 24 March 2009). Onlihgp://www.prnewswire.co.uk/cqgi/release?id=25242Biana Pasterfield et
al. (2006), “GP’s views on changing the law on ptigs assisted suicide and euthanasia, and wiléegrno
prescribe or inject lethal drugs: a survey from &gdl British Journal of General Practicdune 2006, 450-
452.; Syed Qamar Abbas et al. (2008), “Attituttegard euthanasia and physician-assisted suicidem@m
Pakistani and Indian doctors: a surveintlian Journal of Palliative Card4:2 (2008) 71-74. Online at
http://www.jpalliativecare.com/article.asp?issn=B9075;year=2008;volume=14;issue=2;spage=71
epage=74;aulast=Abbas
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In any event, since autonomy is the principal aggion underpinning the euthanasia
proposal, it is reasonable to examine the notiorerstosely. | don’t claim to have any
answers, only some questions that are importaako | am, as it were, holding up a
mirror in the hope that we will see other aspe€® situation which, until now, we may
have thought relatively straightforward. In a sfign as important as life and death, |
believe we should reflect seriously and rationalyall of these issues before jumping to

conclusions.

What does autonomy mean, anyway?

In a not uncontroversial essay entitidditonomy and the Subjective Character of
Experiencg philosopher Kim Atkins defines autonomy as:
self-determination: the freedom to pursue one’seption of the good life, just as

long as it does not impinge upon another’s idehfre@dom?

The notion of individual autonomy, this right tdfsgetermination, forms one of the central
planks of ethical thinking in the Western worldagd One version of it was enunciated in
the Belmont Report in the late 1970s and elaborayeBeauchamp and Childress in various
editions of their landmarlPrinciples of Biomedical Ethicsalthough in bioethics the notion
of autonomy also flowed from the need to responariethical research conducted on
prisoners of war during World War Il. In this ¢ert autonomy is the value which requires
that no medical research - indeed no medicairnresat of any kind - should be imposed on
a person against their will. Autonomy in this Sewonsists in the right to choose which
medical treatments, or which medical research ptej®ne will or will not accept. To
exercise autonomy in this context means that Iptteent, determine which if any medical

treatment | will receive. As Sheila MacLean pitits

2 American Society of Clinical Oncology (2000), “Banasia and Physician-Assisted Suicide — What Are
Doctors Thinking?” Survey report in tihenals of Internal Medicin000; 133:527-532. Summary online
at http://www.medicinenet.com/script/main/art.aspiekekey=14978

% Kim Atkins (2000), ‘Autonomy and the Subjective &acter of ExperienceJournal of Applied Philosophy
17(1) 2000:71-79, at 74. Online http://www.blackwellpublishing.com/content/BPL_InmesgJournal

Samples/ JAPP0264-3758~17~1~141/141.@dfcessed 16 November 2009.
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. . . autonomy is the transcending principle of aradbioethics, and its influence
pervades - atleastintheory - every clineraounter and every medical act.

Personal choices about healthcare are taken, biaegel to be definitive . .4

So far so good: autonomy in this sense is relativatontroversial, largely because it
concerns making choices or selections from a rahgeads (or medical treatments)
proposed by the doctor for my consideration. Aoty here, you will notice, is not
absolute - itis neither unlimited (for it is egised only within a finite range of possibilities

proposed to me by another) nor is it attainableneyin practice without the doctor’s help.

But there is another much expanded notion of autyn@n excessively individualistic sense
of autonomy, which takes a significant step beytbnst it claims that we are free to choose
whatever ends we wish to pursue in regard to alenxestything in life, subject to just one
limitation: we must not do harm to others or taithigiht to pursue their own freely-chosen
ends. This right to choose our own ends and tidepinning view of what it means to be
human has served us so well that, in the Westerllvab least, it is accepted as a basic
individual right which is limited only when necesg#o meet the demands of living in
community. But this is an essentially a two-disienal view of what it means to be

human, and today | want to hold a mirror up to iLet me explain.

Let us assume that each person in this room haggtiteto choose some other point in the
room as a place they would rather be - to chtusie own end, to use the language of
metaphysics. We each have the right to move @texrer direction we wish, to pursue that
end freely. We can capture this graphically bywdng a line between the self and the
chosen end, and of course we know that the shaligsince between two points (between
myself and my chosen end) is a straight line. dilg condition imposed on us is that we
may not cross lines drawn by any other personigwrdom. How might we achieve this?
Even one as geometrically challenged as | cantstehe only way we each can pursue our

ends under these circumstances is if we descritzdigldines.

* Sheila A M MacLean (2010putonomy, Consent and the Lalondon: Routledge-Cavendish 2010. At 6.
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Now let us assume that we have this right of freedb choice, limited in this one way,
indefinitely - that we can go on making pursuwigatever ends we like for as long as we
wish. What kind of earth would we need in ordeemsure that we never cut across anyone
else’s path? The answer, | suggest, is afath. | suggest that the radically individualis

version of personal autonomy is only feasible icgice if we subscribe to flat-earth ethics.

Because the rulghe shortest distance between two points is agltitdine’ only holds true
on a flat surface. Itis only on a flat earthttiv@es never curve around, never converge or
cross, but can simply go straight on and on forevierthe real world - not the two
dimensional flat earth but the three dimensionthefreal earth - the shortest distance
between two points is a line following the greatle - the circumference of the earth
measured from any point. Every line of longitisla great circle - and every line of
longitude crosses every other line of longitudecewi In the real world no human being
wishing to follow a ‘straight line’ to their freelghosen end can avoid crossing the ‘straight’
lines drawn by other human beings also pursuing treely-chosen ends. Only round-
earth ethics, and a less radically autonomousaéiednat it means to be human, can take
account of the arcs and curves, the convergenckedia@rgences, which describe the real

experience of human life.

And there is one other important way that thedath and the round earth differ: unless we
are dealing with a flat earth of infinite dimensspat some point everyone pursuing a
straight line will reach the edge of the worldard then fall off. On a round earth, of
course, everyone pursuing a great circle will cargiuntil they come home again to the
point of origin. Only round-earth ethics is calgabf bringing us back to ourselves and to

new understandings of what it really means to bwadmu

We know that our understanding of the earth argt@nce has changed over time - from
the flat, anthropocentric cosmology of Ptolemytte more adequate ‘round earth’,
heliocentric view of Copernicus and Galileo; toisémberg’s discovery that the observer
affects what is observed; to Lonergan’s insidht this is necessarily so because the

observer is part and parcel with the object untbseovation.
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If science has taught us anything it is this: wevtknow that we cannot stand apart from
our environment, much less stand over againstwte-are so much part of our environment,
our environment contributes so much to who we atkantinues to affect us so profoundly
that we cannot stand apart from it without doingselves great harm. The same is true of
ethics: we do not live on a flat earth, cosmolatijcor ethically; we cannot each claim the
right to pursue our own freely chosen ends if, ememerely defining those ends let alone
pursuing them, we ignore our essential interrelzsd.

» We can only subscribe to a radically individuatistense of autonomy if we believe
it is possible for each of us to pursue our own freblysen ends without cutting
across the free choices of others - and thasisnot possible in the real world.

» Alternatively we can subscribe to a more realisttion of autonomy - one which
takes account of the curvature of social and calltiife, which leads us back to a
new view of ourselves which we only gain througih imteraction with others -

which seems more in keeping with actual human eapee.

Peter Singer is reputed to have said that an ideehwis good in theory but bad in practice is
bad in theory. | don't often agree with Peterg®in but on this occasion | do. The
radically individualist theory of autonomy is areawhich is bad in theory and impossible

in practice.

Wher e does this excessive idea of autonomy come from?

Alasdair Maclintyre suggests at least three sodnrasis radical notion of personal
autonomy, all of them flowing from a misconceptifithe Enlightenment project:
» An overly individualistic notion of self
* An ambivalent relationship with social institutigrasd

» Loss of classical teleology.

® See in particular Alasdair Maclintyre, (1990) ‘Ividiual and Social Morality in Japan and the Unigdites:
Rival Conceptions of the SelfPhilosophy East & Wesvolume 40. no. 4 ( October 1990 ). 489ff. Oalin
athttp://brandon.multics.org/library/Alasdair%20Matjire/macintyre1990individual.pdAccessed 16
November 2009; and (200EB}hics and Politics Selected Essays, Volume Qambridge University Press
2006.
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Maclintyre holds that the Enlightenment, that tunmlis period roughly from Descartes’
Discourse on Metho(lL637) to the French Revolution (1789), can béneelf by its primary
task which was to achieva tondition in which human beings think for themsglrather
than in accordance with the prescriptions of somtharity® - be that authority the
aristocracy, the church, the state or whoevert tfat doesn’t mean that we each need to
think independently of one another and each reaclown individual conclusions, much
less that the conclusions we reach can remain Uangad simply on the grounds of our
rational autonomy. There is a difference betwéanking for oneselfbeyond the reach of

entrenched social institutions, and thinking indefentlyof every other individual.

Maclintyre says:
Kant is unquestionably right in this: that thinkifag oneself always does require
thinking in cooperation with others. Some episaafahought do of course consist
in solitary monologues. But even solitary monolegihave to begin from what
others have provided, and their conclusions havetmatched against rival
conclusions, have to be stated in such a way hs tpen to critical and
constructive objections advanced by others, ané tabe thereby made available
for reflective interpretation and reinterpretatlmnothers, so that sometimes one
comes to understand only from those others whahwesns or must have meant.
We learn to think better or worse frasthers, much that is matter for our thought is
presented to us hythers, and we find ourselves contributing to mglex history
of thought in which our debts to our predecessmpayable only to our

successors.

Maclntyre holds that in the process of liberatitsglf for the task of independent thinking,
Western society accidently lost grip on its philgisical anchor in the metaphysics it had
inherited from Aristotle. As the Enlightenmenbjerct played out in Western democracies,
we came to believe that independence from domigaacial institutions also meant
independence from every other individual personot only in thinking but also in choosing

ends and pursuing them.

® Macintyre (2006), 172.
" Macintyre (2006), 176-177.
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Herein lie the seeds of an excessively individtialisnd ultimately incoherent notion of self
and social institutions. Observing American styc{eut making points which apply,
mutatis mutandisto our own) Maclintyre points to three charactesshe discerns in the
modern American’s sense of self: first,
a capacity of the self to abstract itself from plagticular social role which it
happens to inhabit and indeed from the whole sac@gr of which that role is a
constitutive part, so as to reflect upon itselaasndividualquaindividual, rather

thanquafamily member or member of this or that socialugrd

So while the individual self recognises that iinislarge part a product of the influences of
his or her social environmenthe same self also believes that itbeyond all social roles,
capable of escaping from its past history and okimgit new'® This escape into solipsism
enables the self to believe it is able to conceaive pursue any end it chooses save only that

it must not cut across the paths taken by autonsrothers. Flat earth ethics indeed.

In second place Maclintyre points to the dominaniadaule of acquisition and competition.
By ‘social rule’ here | mean the standard by whighmeasure others and believe ourselves
to be measured by others. According to Macintgtéhe same time as believing himself to
be an individual, the modern Western self alscsfeel
dominated by the social relations of an at onceduwcratized and individualist
market economy, for which society appears not asftom which | am able to
abstract myself and upon which | sit in judgment, &s the source of an impersonal

vocation inflicted upon m&

So at the same time that | claim radical autonosgraindividual, | find myself enmeshed
in a common pattern of acquisition and competitidrdo so in order to define myself and
allow myself to be defined in relation to othergenms of what hcquire and possess
(materially, financially, intellectually and so ooyer against what theacquire and possess.
Acquisition and competition provide the energy tthaves the free market (a key social
institution), but they also provide the dynamicvldyich | define myself as a distinct and

allegedly autonomous individual being.

& Macintyre (1990).
° Maclntyre (1990).
10 MacIntyre (1990).
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Thirdly, Maclintyre identifies a tendency of thefdellook to institutionalised human
relationships, defined in terms of what remainsbgrited religious and moral norms, for
sustenance, restoration, and the resources to drgehthe tasks confronting and burdening
the self in all its aspect$! Faced with the enervating task of maintainingumigue

identity and pursuing my autonomous choices inragetitive social environment, | look to
various social institutions for the resources léhad | require: to government, the legal
system, the free market economy, to technologyeahitation> Paradoxically, my claim

to autonomy as an individual requires me to relgriactice on social structures and inherited

sources of wisdom, strength and self-understanding.

It is not that some people experience one of thhaeacteristics while other people
experience others: Maclntyre suggests (and | agne¢)many of us experience all of these
at the same time. This generates what he callsnacknowledged incoherencesocially,
there are times we admire self-interested behawdndruphold it as an ideal, and perhaps
even strive to achieve it ourselves, yet we sonetiaiso condemn exactly the same
behaviour in others. Incoherence can also belsmeous: we praise radically individualist
thinking on one hand, yet rely on systems of samalperation on the other. Indeed this
‘unacknowledged incoherence’ is an establishedifeatdf our social system: as the recent
economic downturn and the Federal Government’sustisnpackage amply demonstrated,
our economic well-being depends on both ‘self-ies¢ed acquisitiveness’ on one hand and,

on the other, cooperation and collaboration to ta&a healthy and balanced marketplace.

What are we to make of all this? Well, MacIntgtgygests that the sense of self which
dominates Western thinking at the moment is a foretdally incoherent concept which
claims a radical right to pursue one’s own endb@tsame time as it relies heavily on social
and historical relationships and institutions toyide the resources and conditions within
which that radical individualism can be exercisdddeed, the very self which claims that
radical individualism is, in large part, an entigceived from and formed under the influence
of others - which makes one wonder about therctiradical individualism in the first

place.

" MacIntyre (1990).
12 MacIntyre (2006), 173.
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So this is the mirror | wish to hold up to our pegk too uncritically received notion of
autonomy: when one recognises the inconsistencigEoherencies between this theory of
autonomy and our actual lived experience, one wangbether such an individualistic
notion of self-determination is anything more théshful thinking on the part of some. In
practice, is our ethical world really that flatPdon’t believe so: simply put, we are not as

individually autonomous as some think.

Reflecting on Euthanasia

Having held up our mirror to the notion of indivallautonomy, let me now offer some
reflections on the euthanasia proposal itselflo hot intend to address arguments for or
against euthanasia as such, which would take mendethe framework of this paper, but |
will indicate some areas in which, in my opiniore weed to go on thinking and conversing
as a society, some fundamental issues which neleel daoldressed, before taking the next
step. Along the way | will offer a definition euthanasia which speaks to its necessarily

social character.

First, a word about teleology.  Macintyre hatldat much of what he sees as a malaise in
Western society today can be attributed to thedbggistotelian teleology. The question

of whether the end one chooses to pursue is il iesssonable or not is a question of
teleology - from the Greekélos’, end. In Macintyre’s view, rationality today Hascome

so preoccupied with processefschoosing, and the autonomous nature of thoseegses,

that it has lost sight of the need to havelasworth pursuing. In addition, it has lost sight
of the needo assess, and largely lost the abildyassess, the comparative worth of possible
ends. Yet without an end worth pursuing themoistrigger’ for human action at all - as
the classical dictum has dmne agens agit propter fingig@very agent acts in order to attain

some end).
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In the Aristotelian metaphysics of human actioe, éimd or object of one’s action is the first
thing that comes to mind - it is one’s intelledtapprehension of some particular end that
first prompts one to even consider taking actioaruher to obtain it. The task of intellect is
to know the end as a thing to be pursued, to asseappropriate means to pursue it, and
then to pursue it in fact. The interplay of raibabilities to knowthe end and to desithe
end frames the process of choosing, but the firdtraost necessary step in the process is to

apprehend that an object is worthy of pursuit.

Now in order to be an object worthy of pursuit,eard must represent itself to the intellect as
a good (a thing to be done or pursued becausstible some benefit on the self) - indeed
in some accounts ‘end’ and ‘good’ are perfectlgiohangeabl&® So in assessing possible

ends we need to ask: what benefit is there in pintgithat end?

Remember too that the ‘self’ who benefits is net thdically individualistic self we have
already critiqued: it is the real self, the one eddred and formed within a specific history,
culture, and social and ethical environment. s thie self having aspects both unique to each
individual person and common to all persons, whédeivesather than autonomously
establishes range of possible ends from which to choodss the self which sometimes

has recourse to one particular social institutiba,legal system, for help in pursuing the end

it chooses.

But then we notice something strange: the onlyadaestitution which seems capable of
providing clarity about the exercise of autonomolgice specifically refuses to consider
whether the end autonomously chosen is reasonalikeif or not.  The courts of law will
examine whether a person has legal competencéusera medical treatment - whether
they have sufficient mental capacity, the abil@gydecide, and the ability to communicate
their choicé* - but when the courts apply the principle ofomamy or self-determination
they do so, quite deliberatelyyithout regard to the reasons for the patient'sicepand

irrespective of whether the reasons are rationational, unknown or even non-existéht

13 Thomas Aquinas seems to hold this view, espedialhjs Summa theologiakll 18 and 19.
M WASC 229 (2009), 16.
1S WASC 229 (2009), 27.
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What is it that a person seeks when they take awase to court? Not court approval for
the end they have chosen, but affirmation that fhreicess of choosing meets an adequate
standard of autonomy and so on that calmtuld be respected by others. Thus the courts
have arrived at a standard for the exercise ofreumy: competence, adequate information,
and freedom. These are necessary if one is te maksponsible ethical choice, but they do
not determine whether the object chosen is itsgti@d or a bad thing to choose. They are

necessary but not sufficient conditidies making a responsible ethical decision. Toerts

decide, in effect, who will bear responsibility fine decision which is made. They are not
asked to determine, and do not accept the tasktefrdining, the worth of the object of that

decision.

It is important to be clear that this is a verys@aable thing for the court to do. But it is not
reasonable to conclude that, because the couitshiemselves to this role, there is no other

meaningful question requiring consideration. Wyl make this point?

When | began working on research ethics commi28egears ago | noticed a peculiar thing:
every time a research proposal raised a complécatissue - say, whether a potential
participant had been adequately informed of thesrasd benefits of participating in the
project - the committee turned to the lawf@radvice. For many people on those
committees - and | have served on nine so fand for many others besides, autonomy as
an ethical issue can simply be collapsed into autgnas a legal issue. Sheila MacLean
does exactly this in her recent bookutonomy, Consent and the Lavédlthough she
concedes thait'maybe too simplistic to assume that the indiglduautonomy is in fact
protected by the rules for consetityet she discusses autonomy principally in terms of

patient consent and the exchange of informatiowden physician and patient.

There is a general assumption that as long asieectsomade autonomously, it ought to be
respected - thatis, as long asphecess of choosing reasonable, we can ignore the

objectof that choice. This is what Macintyre meansabgss of teleology.

% MacLean (2010), 4.
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So what is it that a person asks for when theyfas&uthanasia? To address this question it
will be necessary to define what we mean by eutsiana the first place, and it is this: as
distinct from suicide (when a person deliberatelyses himself or herself to die), euthanasia
is any act or omission by which one person deliedyaauses another person to die at the
other’s request.  Their reasons for making rigiest may be many and varied, but the
causal structure of euthanasia is constant: pekseliberately causes person B to die at

person B’s request.

We could at this point enter a protracted discussio whether there is any moral difference
between killing a person and allowing a personi¢o dRecognising that it is not really
sufficient at all, may | say only this: this questrevolves around whether or not | am
morally obliged to keep you alive. In the norroalirse of events there is at leagriana
faciemoral duty to provide the necessities of lifehoge who cannot help themselves.
[This is more or less the thinking behind S262haf@riminal Code(WA): but notice that in
applying the law according to whether or fibe [medical] treatment is reasonable, having
regard to the patient’s state at the time and idte circumstances of the case3259 tries

to allow maximum room for prudential moral judgmeritwill return to this directly.] But
whether by action or inaction, if my choice of beioar is causal to your death, and | intend
your death to occur, and this all happens at yequest, then we are talking about

euthanasia.

So the person asking for euthanasia is askingoimesne else to cause him or her to die -
and proponents of euthanasia law reform are askimgtate to rearrange existing legal
sanctions and social relationships to allow thisdgppen. Their argument is based on
individual autonomy, but we can see from its cassaicture that euthanasia is social in
nature rather than individual. Euthanasia isgéfjnition, not a personal act or a personal
choice - itis a social act and a social choidnd we need to ask the question: how does

this piece of information impact the argument fothenasia based on individual autonomy?
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The question again: what does a person really wbek they seek euthanasia? Now | am
asking: is death itself the object of their motabice, or is there some other object? Here
philosophy can turn to science for information, &meébuld propose the work of the
Canadian clinician and academic Harvey Chochinoecently here in Perth for an
international palliative care conference - arsldgsociates. In peer-reviewed research first
published nearly 15 years ago, Chochinov’s teamatestnated that among terminally ill
patients around 45% express a desire to die atimeeor another, but less than 10%
acknowledge aserious and pervasive desire to di&’ The reason for this is sometimes
physical pain and discomfort, but more often thanininvolves existential pain and
suffering: hopelessness, burdendthers, loss of a sense of digtity So it is reasonable
to ask: does the person seeking euthanasia reslkydeath as a moral object, or does he
seek pain relief? A sense of hope? A sense ofjb&ilued despite his illness and its
consequences for others? A recovered sense anadidignity? In summary: is death the

patient’s real moral object, or is death only theams to attain some other moral object?

Now in some accounts of euthanasia it makes nerdifice whether death is sought as the
end in itself or as a means to some other'&ruljt in the context of seeking an appropriate
social response it must surely be significant tovalsether as a society the best we can do is
to agree to kill those who are actually askingdomething other than death? If the request
for death is in fact a plea for pain relief, showlel not provide pain relief rather than death?
If it is a plea for a recovered sense of persoimlity rather than a plea for death, should we
not strive as a society to affirm and heighten geason’s sense of dignity? These moral
objects are reasonable, and in most cases moesattainable given sufficient social will

to do so. They are objects worth the social etfwat will be required to attain them,
because they are worthy of both those who seek #mehthose who have the capacity to

provide them.

e Harvey Max Chochinov (1995), Keith G Wilson, Murrianns, Neil Mowchun, Sheila Lander, Martin Levitt
and Jennifer J Clinch, ‘Desire for Death in theriimally III'. American Journal of PsychiatdQ95;
152:1185-1191, at 1185. Notablgesire for death was correlated with ratings ofrpaind low family
support but most significantly with measures ofrdsgion’

8 Harvey Max Chochinov (2006), ‘Dying, Dignity, ai&w Horizons in Palliative End-of-life CareCancer
Journal for Clinicians2006; 56:84-103, at 84.

9 For example, the Catechism of the Catholic Ch(i€94), 2277: Whatever its motives and means, direct
euthanasia . . . is morally un acceptable.
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This raises another point, more in the field ofobmgy than ethics, so we won't dwell on it:

is death ever a reasonable means to some other End®xample, | may seek relief from
pain as my end and death as a means to attaiartat By desiring ‘relief from pain’ |

mean that | wish to experience - to feel, sehesepme aware of - a less painful state of
being than | currently experience. But if dyingans passing from being into non-being -
from a state in which | can experience to a statethingness at all - then can | really say
that ‘death will relieve my pain’? If | werelieved of pain by dying, would | ever be aware
of it? If not, how can | be sure that deathéaster than living with pain? This is not a
minor point, and we may have certain intuitionghis regard, but | raise it to indicate the

fundamental fallacy of nihilism: we just cannookn

Of course, all this changes if we continue to tiwein some form or dimension beyond the
experience of physical death - but to considsnile would have to pass into the realms of

the spiritual and theological, which takes us Wwelyond our brief.

For a final time we may ask: what does a persoltyreaek when they seek euthanasia?

The precise end or moral object may be virtuallpassible to define exactly because the
yearnings of the human heart - especially a Hess#t by pain, or suffering, or a loss of a
sense of hope or dignity - are impossible totifigor articulate with complete accuracy
when one stands at any distance from the individypériencing these yearnings. Even the
one experiencing those yearnings may be unablgitulate them: how often do we ‘know’
through direct experience great and important sruthich we find difficult to articulate
adequately - the experience of being loved, xangple? Those closest to the situation,
those who hold the most direct knowledge of théviddal suffering person and the

concrete circumstances of the particular caseprategably in the best position to have a

sense of the real end sought by that person.
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But translating that knowledge into a plan of attio to use the traditional metaphysics

once more, in order to move from the intendingrafsto the election of means demands

more than mere information. What this individnakds is a reasonable outcome, which

requires real wisdom, and in particular that ‘paftivisdom identified in the Aristotelian

tradition as ‘practical wisdom’ or ‘prudence’. Asan Porter explains:
Prudence, which takes account of the specificsiahdividual’s own character and
circumstances, determines what, concretely, it méanthis individual to be in
accordance with reason; prudence does this ifandgh determining the mean of
the virtuegrelative to the individuahnd to the demands of equality and the common
good. Thatis to say, prudence determines whatats to a substantive theory of
the human goodit least as it applies to this individual in hisrpeular setting
although of course the individual may not be abléotmulate that theory in any

systematic way®

This classical understanding of the virtue of pnaedoes not concern caution or
conservatism; it is the ability to decide whatéhand now ought to be done. As Porter
explains, prudence takes a genewicept of ‘what is good’ and applies it to theecaf this

particular persomwith all of his individual circumstances and uneétties, arriving at what

she calls& substantive theory of the human good . . . appties to this individual in his
particular setting. Never mind the good we would like to achiekéhings were different

- this is the actually achievable good, the ‘titeagood, which can an ought to be done
here and now for this person. The courts of lamnot supply this because they are too far
removed from the particularities of the individgalse and the law is a blunt instrument -
hence quite rightly they refrain of making any asseent of the object of autonomous

choice, limiting themselves solely to assessingvtiility of the act of choosing.

20 Jean PortefThe Recovery of Virtue: The Relevance of Aquin&htistian Ethics. London: SPCK, 1994.
At162. Emphasis added.
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If time allowed we could go further into the virtoéprudence, which in the Aristotelian
tradition includes botkynesigconcerning sound judgment in cases in which tirenal

rules of conduct apply) arghome which concerns sound judgment in matters not reulze
under the normal rules of condiétperhaps because they are just too complex. viftue

of gnomebelongs only to individuals, not to institutiomsd only to truly wise and
experienced individuals. Once again it seems téhaesuch an individual close to the
suffering person would be more likely to be ablexercise better judgment than would any

court or act of Parliament.

In current practice that individual may be the @attihimself, or a family member, or the
doctor, or some other individual or small grougpefsons who are very close to the patient,
who know him well. Of course there are instarineshich family members or doctors

make bad choices about end-of-life care, but it adag be that we only hear about the
unhappy outcomes. More often than not, | suggestd decisions are made, and made well,
by persons close to the patient without any needeimourse to the courts and acts of
Parliament. This is the way we, in our accumuaatecial wisdom, have traditionally made

these kinds of decisions, and perhaps it is b#lliest way.

L Thomas AquinasSTII-1l 51, 4.
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Tosummarise

Most arguments that | have heard so far in favé@uthanasia are flawed from the very

beginning.

Human beings are not so radically individually anaimous as to be able to

choose any imaginable end to pursue, even if ishosng they avoid bringing

harm to others. Not only because we happen tadifenctional networks of
social interrelationship, but by our very nature, dvaw our sense of self

from our specific social, historical and culturahtexts.

Individual autonomy, then, cannot mean that wefr@e to pursue any end
we wish from a virtually limitless spectrum of piide objects; individual
autonomy means we are free to choose any objeuttfte range of those
which promote and make possible our essentialioelatidentity and our

common life.

| suggest that this more adequate notion of autgnefifiectively undercuts

most of the arguments advanced so far in favoeutianasia.

But in any event there is another important quesiiobe answered: does a request for

euthanasia really express the patient’s desiréetaod is the patient really asking for

something else? If we really have lost sightetdédlogy - as Maclntyre suggests - we

may have jeopardized our ability to distinguishnen the two, and that would have

disastrous consequences not only for the patierfobwur whole social fabric.
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It is not the role of Parliament to legislate aiyeat at all for individual choice; in my view,
Parliament’s role is to prohibit actions which wafainst our common life while
maximizing the conditions for optimal human flotniisg. The question of euthanasia, |
suggest, is too complex to be legislated: trupeeisfor the complexity of human
experience, especially the experience of pain affdring, demands that questions of
genuine human need should be worked out carefatigraing to the contingencies of each
individual case, with due regard for the propeliaamontext of each. When it comes to
health, illness and possibly death, the law istiomt an instrument to take account of the
complexity of human need. What we need much rti@e new legislation is individuals

imbued with great practical wisdom.

In raising all of this | am adding nothing new ke tmix - | am simply holding up a mirror

to what we have uncritically accepted to be truel suggesting that there is perhaps more to
being us than we have acknowledged so far. WHatehce that ultimately makes is really

up to you.

Thank you for you attention.
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